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TO  BELLE  MOODIE  FROST 

WHO  KNEWAS  ATEACHER 
THAT  NO  POETRY  WAS  GOOD  FOR 
CHILDREN  THAT  WASN’T  EQUALLY 


GOOD  FOR  THEIR  ELDERS 


FOREWORD 


On  March  26,  1959,  Robert  Frost  was 
eighty-five  years  old,  but  those  who  have 


known  him  personally  have  a hard  time  believing  that  he 
is  older  than  he  was  when  they  first  knew  him— whenever 
that  was. 

In  addition  to  having  grandchildren  of  his  own  he  has 
a remarkable  number  of  young  friends.  I know  something 
about  that  because,  for  twenty  years,  I have  been  one  of 
his  friends  young  enough  to  be  his  grandson.  To  me  he 
has  seemed  wiser  and  wittier  than  most  men— and  braver. 
I have  never  seen  in  anyone  eise  such  a mixture  of  tough- 
ness  and  tendemess.  He  has  seemed  bigger  than  most  men 
but  he  has  never,  somehow,  seemed  older. 

With  certain  people  older  than  yourself  you  feel  that 
something  is  expected  from  you  that  you  cannot  give. 
With  him  it  is  otherwise.  In  his  Company  you  find  your- 
self  giving  forth  the  best  you  have  in  you.  You  are  all 
attention.  You  feel  that  he  is  letting  you  in  on  secrets, 
and  he  is  so  natural  a teacher  that  when  he  says  “You 
come  too”  you  go  willingly.  When  he  teaches  you  some- 
thing, he  makes  you  believe  that  you  thought  of  it  your- 
self. He  makes  you  feel  that  you  knew  it  all  along. 


6 


The  word  poet  means  “maker,”  and  I think  his  greatest 
happiness  has  been  in  the  making  of  poems,  which  is  a 
thing  not  many  people  can  do.  He  takes  it  like  a sport:  the 
skill  of  it  absorbs  him  and  he  cares  about  the  score:  he 
wants  the  poem  to  be  perfect. 

In  reading  poetry  no  one  wants  to  miss  the  deeper  mean- 
ings  of  simple  Statements.  To  do  that  would  be  to  cheat 
ourselves  out  of  experience.  But  an  almost  equal  danger 
lies  in  being  taught  to  be  too  searching.  Almost  every- 
thing  Robert  Frost  writes  has  a lot  of  meaning  because  he 
has  a lot  to  say.  Sometimes  he  is  fooling  but  even  then 
there  is  plenty  of  meaning  in  it.  He  has  said  that  the  writing 
of  a poem  and  the  reading  of  it  have  this  in  common:  they 
are  both  little  voyages  of  discovery.  He  also  says  that  for 
him  a poem  begins  in  delight;  and  the  delight  he  speaks 
of  is  like  the  delight  of  discovery.  This  does  not  mean 
that  the  poems  are  all  happy,  or  that  writing  poetry  is  easy. 
The  delight  lies  in  the  doing.  No  delight  in  the  writer,  no 
delight  in  the  reader.  And  he  would  like  his  poems  to  be 
read  with  delight,  even  though  they  end,  as  he  says  they 
should,  in  wisdom. 

Some  of  his  lines  surely  have  shades  of  meaning  that 
depend  on  what  you  bring  to  the  reading,  even  when  you 
are  not  hunting  too  hard.  Take  this  line:  “Something  there 
is  that  doesn’t  love  a wall.”  It  has  as  many  meanings  as 
there  are  walls  because  the  underlying  truth  applies  to 
many  situations  in  everyone’s  life.  One  of  the  meanings  I 
could  give  it  is  that  the  poet  has  never  added  a single  stone 
to  the  wall  that  so  often  separates  age  from  youth. 
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“When  I was  young  my  teachers  were  the  old  . . . 1 
went  to  school  to  age  to  leam  the  past,”  he  says  in  one 
poem.  This  is  true  of  all  of  us.  We  are  all  school  children 
for  a few  years.  But  not  everyone  understands  that  the 
real  purpose  of  education  is  to  go  on  learning  and  growing 
and  that  the  fun  lies  in  the  going  on— after  you  are  through 
school;  even  after  you  are  through  College;  even  after  you 
are  eighty-five  years  old.  The  poem  continues  by  saying: 
“Now  I am  old  my  teachers  are  the  young  . . . I go  to 
school  to  youth  to  leam  the  future.”  He  was  fifty  when  he 
wrote  this  and  one  can  see  certain  things  that  he  has 
learned  from  youth.  Few  men  as  they  grow  old  possess  so 
many  of  the  attributes  of  youth:  zest,  charm,  and  curiosity, 
for  example. 

As  one  of  his  younger  friends,  I cannot  help  thinking 
of  some  of  the  things  I have  learned  from  him— not  be- 
cause  he  is  old  enough  to  be  my  grandfather,  but  because 
he  is  a great  friend  and  a great  poet. 

He  taught  me  that  “the  time  was  neither  wrong  nor 
right,”  and  as  long  as  the  world  has  wars  and  we  suffer 
shocks  and  changes,  this  will  not  be  an  easy  lesson  to  leam. 

He  taught  me  that  growth  is  a bigger  word  than  prog- 
ress.  When  I was  a boy  I thought  that  all  sorts  of  inven- 
tions  and  changes  that  represented  progress  were  all-im- 
portant. But  I learned  from  him  that  progress  is  what 
men  may  or  may  not  achieve,  while  growth  is  what  is  in- 
tended  for  us.  Growth  implies  the  inevitable  rounding  out, 
the  fulfillment  of  living  things.  When  you  read  his  poems 
about  trees  and  flowers  and  birds  and  animals  and  people, 
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you  notice  that  these  are  all  things  that  grow.  Very  few 
of  his  poems  are  without  people.  He  holds  people  dear 
perhaps  for  the  ancient  and  basic  reason  that  man  is  made 
in  the  image  of  God.  And  perhaps  also  because,  as  he  says, 
“Earth’s  the  right  place  for  love.  I don’t  know  where  it’s 
likely  to  go  better.” 

“How  many  things  have  to  happen  to  you,”  he  asks  his 
young  friends,  “before  something  occurs  to  you?”  Things 
that  happen  to  you,  of  course,  are  only  events.  Things  that 
occur  to  you  are  ideas;  and  he  is  saying  that  ideas  are  more 
important.  That  is  the  kind  of  question  he  asks  that  I 
would  not  have  thought  to  ask  myself,  and  it  leads  to  one 
of  the  best  things  he  ever  taught  me:  to  entertain  ideas.  We 
all  speak  of  having  ideas  but  entertaining  them  is  an  art. 
You  have  to  invite  them  in  and  make  them  feel  at  home— 
as  you  do  Company— while  you  get  to  know  them,  to  see  if 
you  want  to  know  them  better.  Entertaining  ideas  is  almost 
the  heart  of  education. 

I will  never  forget  the  surprise  and  pleasure  I had  when 
I first  understood  the  idea  in  one  of  his  poems  which  says 
that  even  the  brave  are  surprised  to  learn  that  “The  utmost 
reward  of  daring  should  be  still  to  dare.” 

I had  to  entertain  this  idea  for  a while  before  I really 
understood  it.  But  to  understand  suddenly  its  implications 
was  to  be  suddenly  grown  up. 

In  twenty  years  I have  had  many  adventures  with  Robert 
Frost,  and  I have  walked  many  miles  with  him— always  in 
conversation,  entertaining  ideas:  in  the  hills  of  Vermont; 
and  by  the  sea  in  Massachusetts;  and  in  the  streets  of  towns 
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from  Florida  to  Maine.  We  have  outwalked  the  furthest 
city  light. 

All  young  people  who  read  this  selection  of  poems  (and 
some  of  them  may  be  as  old  in  years  as  the  poet  himself) 
will  find,  I think,  what  I have  found— and  what,  indeed, 
his  country  knows  in  honoring  him:  that  he  is  ageless;  and, 
as  a poet,  for  the  ages. 

Many  of  his  young  friends  would  share  with  me  the 
desire  I have  whenever  I see  him  today.  I feel  like  para- 
phrasing  lines  from  “The  Death  of  the  Hired  Man.“  One 
of  the  two  definitions  of  home  given  in  that  poem  is  this: 
home  is  “something  you  somehow  haven’t  to  deserve.“  He 
has  made  us  feel  this  way  about  his  friendship,  that  it  has 
always  been  something  we  somehow  have  not  had  to 
deserve. 

hyde  cox 

Crow  Island 

Manchester , Massachusetts 
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"Pm  going  out. . . 


THE  PASTURE 


Im  going  out  to  clean  the  pasture  spring; 
IT1  only  stop  to  rake  the  leaves  away 
(And  wait  to  watch  the  water  clear,  I may): 
I sha’n’t  be  gone  long.— You  come  too. 

I’m  going  out  to  fetch  the  little  calf 
That’s  Standing  by  the  mother.  It’s  so  young 
It  totters  when  she  licks  it  with  her  tongue. 

I sha’n’t  be  gone  long.— You  come  too. 
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GOOD  HOURS 


I had  for  my  winter  evening  walk— 

No  one  at  all  with  whom  to  talk, 

But  I had  the  cottages  in  a row 
Up  to  their  shining  eyes  in  snow. 

And  I thought  I had  the  folk  within: 

I had  the  sound  of  a violin; 

I had  a glimpse  through  curtain  laces 
Of  youthful  forms  and  youthful  faces. 

I had  such  Company  outward  bound. 

I went  tili  there  were  no  cottages  found. 
I turned  and  repented,  but  coming  back 
I saw  no  window  but  that  was  black. 

Over  the  snow  my  creaking  feet 
Disturbed  the  slumbering  village  Street 
Like  profanation,  by  your  leave, 

At  ten  o’clock  of  a winter  eve. 
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GOING  FOR  WATER 


The  well  was  dry  beside  the  door, 

And  so  we  went  with  pail  and  can 
Across  the  fields  behind  the  house 
To  seek  the  brook  if  still  it  ran; 

Not  loth  to  have  excuse  to  go, 

Because  the  autumn  eve  was  fair 
(Though  chill),  because  the  fields  were  ours, 
And  by  the  brook  our  woods  were  there. 

We  ran  as  if  to  meet  the  moon 

That  slowly  dawned  behind  the  trees, 

The  barren  boughs  without  the  leaves, 
Without  the  birds,  without  the  breeze. 

But  once  within  the  wood,  we  paused 
Like  gnomes  that  hid  us  from  the  moon, 
Ready  to  run  to  hiding  new 

With  laughter  when  she  found  us  soon. 

Each  laid  on  other  a staying  hand 
To  listen  ere  we  dared  to  look, 

And  in  the  hush  we  joined  to  make 

We  heard,  we  knew  we  heard  the  brook. 

A note  as  from  a single  place, 

A slender  tinkling  fall  that  made 
Now  drops  that  floated  on  the  pool 
Like  pearls,  and  now  a silver  blade. 
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BLUEBERRIES 


“You  ought  to  have  seen  what  I saw  on  my  way 
To  the  village,  through  Patterson’s  pasture  today: 
Blueberries  as  big  as  the  end  of  your  thumb. 

Real  sky-blue,  and  heavy,  and  ready  to  drum 
In  the  cavernous  pail  of  the  first  one  to  come! 

And  all  ripe  together,  not  some  of  them  green 
And  some  of  them  ripe!  You  ought  to  have  seen!” 

‘‘I  don’t  know  what  part  of  the  pasture  you  mean.” 

“You  know  where  they  cut  off  the  woods— let  me  see— 
It  was  two  years  ago— or  no!— can  it  be 
No  longer  than  that?— and  the  following  fall 
The  fire  ran  and  burned  it  all  up  but  the  wall.” 

“Why,  there  hasn’t  been  time  for  the  bushes  to  grow. 
That’s  always  the  way  with  the  blueberries,  though: 
There  may  not  have  been  the  ghost  of  a sign 
Of  them  anywhere  under  the  shade  of  the  pine, 

But  get  the  pine  out  of  the  way,  you  may  burn 
The  pasture  all  over  until  not  a fern 
Or  grass-blade  is  left,  not  to  mention  a stick, 

And  presto,  they’re  up  all  around  you  as  thick 
And  hard  to  explain  as  a conjuror’s  trick.” 

“It  must  be  on  charcoal  they  fatten  their  fruit. 

I taste  in  them  sometimes  the  flavor  of  soot. 

And  after  all  really  they’re  ebony  skinned: 

The  blue’s  but  a mist  from  the  breath  of  the  wind, 

A tamish  that  goes  at  a touch  of  the  hand. 

And  less  than  the  tan  with  which  pickers  are  tanned.” 
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LOOKING  FOR  A SUNSET  BIRD 
IN  WINTER 


The  west  was  getting  out  of  gold, 
The  breath  of  air  had  died  of  cold, 
When  shoeing  home  across  the  white, 
I thought  I saw  a bird  alight. 

In  summer  when  I passed  the  place 
I had  to  stop  and  lift  my  face; 

A bird  with  an  angelic  gift 
Was  singing  in  it  sweet  and  swift. 

No  bird  was  singing  in  it  now. 

A single  leaf  was  on  a bough. 

And  that  was  all  there  was  to  see 
In  going  twice  around  the  tree. 

From  my  advantage  on  a hill 
I judged  that  such  a crystal  chill 
Was  only  adding  frost  to  snow 
As  gilt  to  gold  that  wouldn’t  show. 

A brush  had  left  a crooked  stroke 
Of  what  was  either  cloud  or  smoke 
From  north  to  south  across  the  blue; 
A piercing  little  Star  was  through. 
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ACQUAINTED  WITH  THE  NIGHT 


I have  been  one  acquainted  with  the  night. 

I have  walked  out  in  rain— and  back  in  rain. 

I have  outwalked  the  furthest  city  light. 

I have  looked  down  the  saddest  city  lane. 

I have  passed  by  the  watchman  on  his  beat 
And  dropped  my  eyes,  unwilling  to  explain. 

I have  stood  still  and  stopped  the  sound  of  feet 
When  far  away  an  interrupted  cry 
Came  over  houses  from  another  Street, 

But  not  to  call  me  back  or  say  good-by; 

And  further  still  at  an  unearthly  height, 

One  luminary  clock  against  the  sky 

Proclaimed  the  time  was  neither  wrong  nor  right 
I have  been  one  acquainted  with  the  night. 
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A HILLSIDE  THAW 


To  think  to  know  the  country  and  not  know 
The  hillside  on  the  day  the  sun  lets  go 
Ten  million  silver  lizards  out  of  snow! 

As  often  as  I’ve  seen  it  done  before 
I can’t  pretend  to  teil  the  way  it’s  done. 

It  looks  as  if  some  magic  of  the  sun 
Lifted  the  rüg  that  bred  them  on  the  floor 
And  the  light  breaking  on  them  made  them  run. 
But  if  I thought  to  stop  the  wet  stampede, 

And  caught  one  silver  lizard  by  the  tail, 

And  put  my  foot  on  one  without  avail, 

And  threw  myself  wet-elbowed  and  wet-kneed 
In  front  of  twenty  others’  wriggling  speed,— 

In  the  confusion  of  them  all  aglitter, 

And  birds  that  joined  in  the  excited  fun 
By  doubling  and  redoubling  song  and  twitter, 

I have  no  doubt  I’d  end  by  holding  none. 

It  takes  the  moon  for  this.  The  sun’s  a wizard 
By  all  I teil;  but  so’s  the  moon  a witch. 

From  the  high  west  she  makes  a gentle  cast 
And  suddenly,  without  a jerk  or  twitch, 

She  has  her  spell  on  every  single  lizard. 

I fancied  when  I looked  at  six  o’clock 
The  swarm  still  ran  and  scuttled  just  as  fast. 

The  moon  was  waiting  for  her  chill  effect. 

I looked  at  nine:  the  swarm  was  turned  to  rock 
In  every  lifelike  posture  of  the  swarm, 
Transfixed  on  mountain  slopes  almost  erect. 
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Across  each  other  and  side  by  side  they  lay. 

The  spell  that  so  could  hold  them  as  they  were 
Was  wrought  through  trees  without  a breath  of  storm 
To  make  a leaf,  if  there  had  been  one,  stir. 

It  was  the  moon’s:  she  held  them  until  day, 

One  lizard  at  the  end  of  every  ray. 

The  thought  of  my  attempting  such  a stay! 
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GOOD-BY  AND  KEEP  COLD 


This  saying  good-by  on  the  edge  of  the  dark 
And  the  cold  to  an  orchard  so  young  in  the  bark 
Reminds  me  of  all  that  can  happen  to  harm 
An  orchard  away  at  the  end  of  the  farm 
All  winter,  cut  off  by  a hill  from  the  house. 

I don’t  want  it  girdled  by  rabbit  and  mouse, 

I don’t  want  it  dreamily  nibbled  for  browse 
By  deer,  and  I don’t  want  it  budded  by  grouse. 

(If  certain  it  wouldn’t  be  idle  to  call 

I’d  summon  grouse,  rabbit,  and  deer  to  the  wall 

And  warn  them  away  with  a stick  for  a gun.) 

I don’t  want  it  stirred  by  the  heat  of  the  sun. 

(We  made  it  secure  against  being,  I hope, 

By  setting  it  out  on  a northerly  slope.) 

No  orchard’s  the  worse  for  the  wintriest  storm; 

But  one  thing  about  it,  it  mustn’t  get  warm. 

"How  often  already  you’ve  had  to  be  told, 

Keep  cold,  young  orchard.  Good-by  and  keep  cold. 
Dread  fifty  above  more  than  fifty  below.” 

I have  to  be  gone  for  a season  or  so. 

My  business  awhile  is  with  different  trees, 

Less  carefully  nurtured,  less  fruitful  than  these. 
And  such  as  is  done  to  their  wood  with  an  ax— 
Maples  and  birches  and  tamaracks. 

I wish  I could  promise  to  lie  in  the  night 
And  think  of  an  orchard’s  arboreal  plight 
When  slowly  (and  nobody  comes  with  a light) 

Its  heart  sinks  lower  under  the  sod. 

But  something  has  to  be  left  to  God. 
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"The  zvoods  are  lovely, 

dark  and  deep . . . 


STOPPING  BY  WOODS 
ON  A SNOWY  EVENING 


Whose  woods  these  are  I think  I know. 
His  house  is  in  the  village  though; 

He  will  not  see  me  stopping  here 
To  watch  his  woods  fill  up  with  snow. 

My  little  horse  must  think  it  queer 
To  stop  without  a farmhouse  near 
Between  the  woods  and  frozen  lake 
The  darkest  evening  of  the  year. 

He  gives  his  harness  bells  a shake 
To  ask  if  there  is  some  mistake. 

The  only  other  sound’s  the  sweep 
Of  easy  wind  and  downy  flake. 

The  woods  are  lovely,  dark  and  deep„ 
But  I have  promises  to  keep. 

And  miles  to  go  before  I sleep, 

And  miles  to  go  before  I sleep. 
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COME  IN 


As  I came  to  the  ed ge  of  the  woods, 
Thrush  music— hark! 

Now  if  it  was  dusk  outside, 

Inside  it  was  dark. 

Too  dark  in  the  woods  for  a bird 
By  sleight  of  wing 
To  better  its  perch  for  the  night, 
Though  it  still  could  sing. 

The  last  of  the  light  of  the  sun 
That  had  died  in  the  west 
Still  lived  for  one  song  more 
In  a thrush’s  breast. 

Far  in  the  pillared  dark 
Thrush  music  went— 

Almost  like  a call  to  come  in 
To  the  dark  and  lament. 

But  no,  I was  out  for  stars: 

I would  not  come  in. 

I meant  not  even  if  asked, 

And  I hadn’t  been. 
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A PATCH  OF  OLD  SNOW 


Theres  a patch  of  old  snow  in  a comer 
That  I should  have  guessed 
Was  a blow-away  paper  the  rain 
Had  brought  to  rest. 


It  is  speckled  with  grime  as  if 
Small  print  overspread  it, 

The  news  of  a day  Lve  forgotten— 
If  I ever  read  it. 
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CHRISTMAS  TREES 


A CHRISTMAS  CIRCULAR  LETTER 

The  city  had  withdrawn  into  itself 

And  left  at  last  the  country  to  the  country; 

When  between  whirls  of  snow  not  come  to  lie 
And  whirls  of  foliage  not  yet  laid,  there  drove 
A stranger  to  our  yard,  who  looked  the  city, 

Yet  did  in  country  fashion  in  that  there 
He  sat  and  waited  tili  he  drew  us  out 
A-buttoning  coats  to  ask  him  who  he  was. 

He  proved  to  be  the  city  come  again 
To  look  for  something  it  had  left  behind 
And  could  not  do  without  and  keep  its  Christmas 
He  asked  if  I would  seil  my  Christmas  trees; 

My  woods— the  young  fir  balsams  like  a place 
Where  houses  all  are  churches  and  have  spires. 

I hadn’t  thought  of  them  as  Christmas  trees. 

I doubt  if  I was  tempted  for  a moment 
To  seil  them  off  their  feet  to  go  in  cars 
And  leave  the  slope  behind  the  house  all  bare, 

Where  the  sun  shines  now  no  warmer  than  the  moon. 
I’d  hate  to  have  them  know  it  if  I was. 

Yet  more  I’d  hate  to  hold  my  trees  except 
As  others  hold  theirs  or  refuse  for  them, 

Beyond  the  time  of  profitable  growth, 

The  trial  by  market  everything  must  come  to. 

I dallied  so  much  with  the  thought  of  selling. 

Then  whether  from  mistaken  courtesy 

And  fear  of  seeming  short  of  speech,  or  whether 
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From  hope  of  hearing  good  of  what  was  mine, 

I said,  “There  aren’t  enough  to  be  worth  while.” 
“I  could  soon  teil  how  many  they  would  cut, 

You  let  me  look  them  over.” 


“You  could  look. 

But  don’t  expect  I’m  going  to  let  you  have  them.” 
Pasture  they  spring  in,  some  in  clumps  too  close 
That  lop  each  other  of  boughs,  but  not  a few 
Quite  solitary  and  having  equal  boughs 
All  round  and  round.  The  latter  he  nodded  “Yes”  to 
Or  paused  to  say  beneath  some  lovelier  one, 

With  a buyer’s  moderation,  “That  would  do.” 

I thought  so  too,  but  wasn’t  there  to  say  so. 

We  climbed  the  pasture  on  the  south,  crossed  over. 
And  came  down  on  the  north. 


He  said,  ‘‘A  thousand.’ 

”A  thousand  Christmas  trees!— at  what  apiece?” 

He  feit  some  need  of  softening  that  to  me: 

“A  thousand  trees  would  come  to  thirty  dollars.” 

Then  I was  certain  I had  never  meant 
To  let  him  have  them.  Never  show  surprise! 

But  thirty  dollars  seemed  so  small  beside 
The  extent  of  pasture  I should  Strip,  three  cents 
(For  that  was  all  they  figured  out  apiece), 

Three  cents  so  small  beside  the  dollar  friends 
I should  be  writing  to  within  the  hour 
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Would  pay  in  cities  for  good  trees  like  those, 
Regular  vestry  trees  whole  Sunday  Schools 
Could  hang  enough  on  to  pick  off  enough. 

A thousand  Christmas  trees  I didn’t  know  I hadl 
Worth  three  Cents  more  to  give  away  than  seil 
As  may  be  shown  by  a simple  calculation. 

Too  bad  I couldn’t  lay  one  in  a letter. 

I can’t  help  wishing  I could  send  you  one 
In  wishing  you  herewith  a Merry  Christmas. 
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BIRCHES 


When  I see  birches  bend  to  left  and  right 
Across  the  lines  of  straighter  darker  trees, 

I like  to  think  some  boy’s  been  swinging  them. 

But  swinging  doesn’t  bend  them  down  to  stay 
As  ice-storms  do.  Often  you  must  have  seen  them 
Loaded  with  ice  a sunny  winter  moming 
After  a rain.  They  click  upon  themselves 
As  the  breeze  rises,  and  turn  many-colored 
As  the  stir  cracks  and  crazes  their  enamel. 

Soon  the  sun’s  warmth  makes  them  shed  crystal  Shells 
Shattering  and  avalanching  on  the  snow-crust— 

Such  heaps  of  broken  glass  to  sweep  away 
You’d  think  the  inner  dorne  of  heaven  had  fallen. 

They  are  dragged  to  the  withered  bracken  by  the  load. 
And  they  seem  not  to  break;  though  once  they  are  bowed 
So  low  for  long,  they  never  right  themselves: 

You  may  see  their  trunks  arching  in  the  woods 
Years  afterwards,  trailing  their  leaves  on  the  ground 
Like  girls  on  hands  and  knees  that  throw  their  hair 
Before  them  over  their  heads  to  dry  in  the  sun. 

But  I was  going  to  say  when  Truth  broke  in 
With  all  her  matter-of-fact  about  the  ice-storm 
I should  prefer  to  have  some  boy  bend  them 
As  he  went  out  and  in  to  fetch  the  cows— 

Some  boy  too  far  from  town  to  leam  baseball, 

Whose  only  play  was  what  he  found  himself, 

Summer  or  winter,  and  could  play  alone. 

One  by  one  he  subdued  his  father’s  trees 
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By  riding  them  down  over  and  over  again 
Until  he  took  the  stiffness  out  of  them. 

And  not  one  but  hung  limp,  not  one  was  left 
For  him  to  conquer.  He  learned  all  there  was 
To  learn  about  not  launching  out  too  soon 
And  so  not  carrying  the  tree  away 
Clear  to  the  ground.  He  always  kept  his  poise 
To  the  top  branches,  climbing  carefully 
With  the  same  pains  you  use  to  fill  a cup 
Up  to  the  brim,  and  even  above  the  brim. 

Then  he  flung  outward,  feet  first,  with  a swish, 
Kicking  his  way  down  through  the  air  to  the  ground. 
So  was  I once  myself  a swinger  of  birches. 

And  so  I dream  of  going  back  to  be. 

It’s  when  I’m  weary  of  considerations, 

And  life  is  too  much  like  a pathless  wood 
Where  your  face  burns  and  tickles  with  the  cobwebs 
Broken  across  it,  and  one  eye  is  weeping 
From  a twig’s  having  lashed  across  it  open. 

I’d  like  to  get  away  from  earth  awhile 
And  then  come  back  to  it  and  begin  over. 

May  no  fate  willfully  misunderstand  me 
And  half  grant  what  I wish  and  snatch  me  away 
Not  to  return.  Earth’s  the  right  place  for  love: 

I don’t  know  where  it’s  likely  to  go  better. 

I’d  like  to  go  by  climbing  a birch  tree. 

And  climb  black  branches  up  a snow-white  trunk 
Toward  heaven,  tili  the  tree  could  bear  no  more, 
But  dipped  its  top  and  set  me  down  again. 

That  would  be  good  both  going  and  coming  back. 
One  could  do  worse  than  be  a swinger  of  birches. 
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A YOUNG  BIRCH 


The  birch  begins  to  crack  its  outer  sheath 
Of  baby  green  and  show  the  white  beneath, 

As  whosoever  likes  the  young  and  slight 
May  well  have  noticed.  Soon  entirely  white 
To  double  day  and  cut  in  half  the  dark 
It  will  stand  forth,  entirely  white  in  bark, 

And  nothing  but  the  top  a leafy  green— 

The  only  native  tree  that  dares  to  lean, 

Relying  on  its  beauty,  to  the  air. 

(Less  brave  perhaps  than  trusting  are  the  fair.) 
And  someone  reminiscent  will  recall 
How  once  in  cutting  brush  along  the  wall 
He  spared  it  from  the  number  of  the  slain, 

At  first  to  be  no  bigger  than  a cane, 

And  then  no  bigger  than  a fishing  pole, 

But  now  at  last  so  obvious  a bole 
The  most  efficient  help  you  ever  hired 
Would  know  that  it  was  there  to  be  admired, 
And  zeal  would  not  be  thanked  that  cut  it  down 
When  you  were  reading  books  or  out  of  town. 

It  was  a thing  of  beauty  and  was  sent 
To  live  its  life  out  as  an  Ornament. 
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"I  often  see  flowers . . . 


A PASSING  GLIMPSE 


I often  see  flowers  from  a passing  car 
That  are  gone  before  I can  teil  what  they  are. 

I want  to  get  out  of  the  train  and  go  back 
To  see  what  they  were  beside  the  track. 

I name  all  the  flowers  I am  sure  they  weren’t: 
Not  fireweed  loving  where  woods  have  bumt- 

Not  bluebells  gracing  a tunnel  mouth— 

Not  lupine  living  on  sand  and  drouth. 

Was  something  brushed  across  my  mind 
That  no  one  on  earth  will  ever  find? 

Heaven  gives  its  glimpses  only  to  those 
Not  in  position  to  look  too  close. 
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THE  LAST  MO  WIN  G 


There’s  a place  called  Far-away  Meadow 
We  never  shall  mow  in  again, 

Or  such  is  the  talk  at  the  farmhouse: 

The  meadow  is  finished  with  men. 

Then  now  is  the  chance  for  the  flowers 
That  can’t  stand  mowers  and  plowers. 

It  must  be  now,  though,  in  season 
Before  the  not  mowing  brings  trees  on, 
Before  trees,  seeing  the  opening, 

March  into  a shadowy  Claim. 

The  trees  are  all  I’m  afraid  of, 

That  flowers  can’t  bloom  in  the  shade  of; 
It’s  no  more  men  I’m  afraid  of; 

The  meadow  is  done  with  the  tarne. 

The  place  for  the  moment  is  ours 
For  you,  oh  tumultuous  flowers, 

To  go  to  waste  and  go  wild  in, 

All  shapes  and  colors  of  flowers, 

I needn’t  call  you  by  name. 
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PEA  BRUSH 


I walked  down  alone  Sunday  after  church 

To  the  place  where  John  has  been  cutting  trees 

To  see  for  myself  about  the  birch 

He  said  I could  have  to  bush  my  peas. 

The  sun  in  the  new-cut  narrow  gap 
Was  hot  enough  for  the  first  of  May, 

And  stifling  hot  with  the  odor  of  sap 

From  stumps  still  bleeding  their  life  away. 

The  frogs  that  were  peeping  a thousand  shrill 
Wherever  the  ground  was  low  and  wet, 

The  minute  they  heard  my  Step  went  still 
To  watch  me  and  see  what  I came  to  get. 

Birch  boughs  enough  piled  everywhere!— 

All  fresh  and  sound  from  the  recent  ax. 

Time  someone  came  with  cart  and  pair 
And  got  them  off  the  wild  flowers’  backs. 

They  might  be  good  for  garden  things 
To  curl  a little  finger  round, 

The  same  as  you  seize  cat’s-cradle  strings, 

And  lift  themselves  up  off  the  ground. 

Small  good  to  anything  growing  wild, 

They  were  crooking  many  a trillium 

That  had  budded  before  the  boughs  were  piled 
And  since  it  was  coming  up  had  to  come. 
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THE  TELEPHONE 


“When  I was  just  as  far  as  I could  walk 
From  here  today, 

There  was  an  hour 
All  still 

When  leaning  with  my  head  against  a flower 
I heard  you  talk. 

Don’t  say  I didn’t,  for  I heard  you  say— 

You  spoke  from  that  flower  on  the  window  sill — 

Do  you  remember  what  it  was  you  said?” 

“First  teil  me  what  it  was  you  thought  you  heard.“ 

“Having  found  the  flower  and  driven  a bee  away, 

I leaned  my  head, 

And  holding  by  the  stalk, 

I listened  and  I thought  I caught  the  word— 

What  was  it?  Did  you  call  me  by  my  name? 

Or  did  you  say— 

Someone  said  ‘Come’— I heard  it  as  I bowed.” 

“I  may  have  thought  as  much,  but  not  aloud.” 
“Well,  so  I came.” 
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THE  ROSE  FAMILY 


The  rose  is  a rose, 

And  was  always  a rose. 

But  the  theory  now  goes 
That  the  apple’s  a rose, 

And  the  pear  is,  and  so’s 
The  plum,  I suppose. 

The  dear  only  knows 
What  will  next  prove  a rose. 
You,  of  course,  are  a rose— 
But  were  always  a rose. 
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"He  has  dust  in  his  eyes 

and  a f an  for  a wing . . . 


ONE  GUESS 


He  ha s dust  in  his  eyes  and  a fan  for  a wing, 

A leg  akimbo  with  which  he  can  sing, 

And  a mouthful  of  dye  stuff  instead  of  a sting. 


FIREFLIES  IN  THE  GARDEN 

Here  come  real  stars  to  fill  the  upper  skies, 
And  here  on  earth  come  emulating  flies, 
That  though  they  never  equal  stars  in  size, 
(And  they  were  never  really  stars  at  heart) 
Achieve  at  times  a very  star-like  Start. 

Only,  of  course,  they  can’t  sustain  the  part. 
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BLUE-BUTTERFLY  DAY 

It  is  blue-butterfly  day  here  in  spring, 

And  with  these  sky-flakes  down  in  flurry  on  flurry 
There  is  more  unmixed  color  on  the  wing 
Than  flowers  will  show  for  days  unless  they  hurry. 

But  these  are  flowers  that  fly  and  all  but  sing: 

And  now  from  having  ridden  out  desire 
They  lie  closed  over  in  the  wind  and  cling 
Where  wheels  have  freshly  sliced  the  April  mire. 
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DEPARTMENT  AL 


An  ant  on  the  tablecloth 
Ran  into  a dormant  moth 
Of  many  times  hi s size. 

He  showed  not  the  least  surprise. 
His  business  wasn’t  with  such. 

He  gave  it  scarcely  a touch. 

And  was  off  on  his  duty  run. 

Yet  if  he  encountered  one 
Of  the  hive’s  enquiry  squad 
Whose  work  is  to  find  out  God 
And  the  nature  of  time  and  space. 
He  would  put  him  onto  the  case. 
Ants  are  a curious  race; 

One  Crossing  with  hurried  tread 
The  body  of  one  of  their  dead 
Isn’t  given  a moment’s  arrest— 

See  ms  not  even  impressed. 

But  he  no  doubt  reports  to  any 
With  whom  he  crosses  antennae. 
And  they  no  doubt  report 
To  the  higher  up  at  court. 

Then  word  goes  forth  in  Formic: 
“Death’s  come  to  Jerry  McCormic, 
Our  selfless  forager  Jerry. 

Will  the  special  Janizary 
Whose  office  it  is  to  bury 
The  dead  of  the  commissary 
Go  bring  him  home  to  his  people. 
Lay  him  in  state  on  a sepal. 
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Wrap  him  for  shroud  in  a petal. 
Embalm  him  with  ichor  of  nettle. 
This  is  the  word  of  your  Queen.” 
And  presently  on  the  scene 
Appears  a solemn  mortician; 

And  taking  formal  position 
With  feelers  calmly  atwiddle, 

Seizes  the  dead  by  the  middle, 

And  heaving  him  high  in  air, 
Carries  him  out  of  there. 

No  one  Stands  round  to  stare. 

It  is  nobody  else’s  affair. 

It  couldn’t  be  called  ungentle. 

But  how  thoroughly  departmental. 
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A DRUMLIN  WOODCHUCK 


My  own  Strategie  retreat 
Is  where  two  rocks  almost  meet, 
And  still  more  secure  and  snug, 

A two-door  burrow  I dug. 

With  those  in  mind  at  my  back 
I can  sit  forth  exposed  to  attack 
As  one  who  shrewdly  pretends 
That  he  and  the  world  are  friends. 

All  we  who  prefer  to  live 
Have  a little  whistle  we  give, 

And  flash,  at  the  least  alarm 
We  dive  down  under  the  farm. 

We  allow  some  time  for  guile 
And  don’t  come  out  for  a while 
Either  to  eat  or  drink. 

We  take  occasion  to  think. 

And  if  after  the  hunt  goes  past 
And  the  double-barreled  blast 
(Like  war  and  pestilence 
And  the  loss  of  common  sense), 

If  I can  with  confidence  say 
That  still  for  another  day, 

Or  even  another  year, 

I will  be  there  for  you,  my  dear, 
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It  will  be  because,  though  small 
As  measured  against  the  All, 

I have  been  so  instinctively  thorough 
About  my  crevice  and  burrow. 
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THE  RUNAWAY 


Once  when  the  snow  of  the  year  was  beginning  to  fall, 

We  stopped  by  a mountain  pasture  to  say,  “Whose  colt?” 
A little  Morgan  had  one  forefoot  on  the  wall, 

The  other  curled  at  his  breast.  He  dipped  his  head 
And  snorted  at  us.  And  then  he  had  to  bolt. 

We  heard  the  miniature  thunder  where  he  fled, 

And  we  saw  him,  or  thought  we  saw  him,  dim  and  gray, 
Like  a shadow  against  the  curtain  of  falling  flakes. 

“I  think  the  little  fellow’s  afraid  of  the  snow. 

He  isn’t  winter-broken.  It  isn’t  play 

With  the  little  fellow  at  all.  He’s  running  away. 

I doubt  if  even  his  mother  could  teil  him,  ‘Sakes, 

It’s  only  weather.’  He’d  think  she  didn’t  knowl 
Where  is  his  mother?  He  can’t  be  out  alone.” 

And  now  he  comes  again  with  clatter  of  stone. 

And  mounts  the  wall  again  with  whited  eyes 
And  all  his  tail  that  isn’t  hair  up  straight. 

He  shudders  his  coat  as  if  to  throw  off  flies. 

“Whoever  it  is  that  leaves  him  out  so  late, 

When  other  creatures  have  gone  to  stall  and  bin, 

Ought  to  be  told  to  come  and  take  him  in.” 
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THE  COW  IN  APPLE  TIME 


Something  inspires  the  only  cow  of  late 
To  make  no  more  of  a wall  than  an  open  gate, 

And  think  no  more  of  wall-builders  than  fools. 

Her  face  is  flecked  with  pomace  and  she  drools 
A cider  syrup.  Having  tasted  fruit, 

She  scorns  a pasture  withering  to  the  root. 

She  runs  from  tree  to  tree  where  lie  and  sweeten 
The  windfalls  spiked  with  stubble  and  worm-eaten. 
She  leaves  them  bitten  when  she  has  to  fly. 

She  bellows  on  a knoll  against  the  sky. 

Her  udder  shrivels  and  the  milk  goes  dry. 
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THE  EXPOSED  NEST 


You  were  forever  finding  some  new  play. 

So  when  I saw  you  down  on  hands  and  knees 
In  the  meadow,  busy  with  the  new-cut  hay, 

Trying,  I thought,  to  set  it  up  on  end, 

I went  to  show  you  how  to  make  it  stay, 

If  that  was  your  idea,  against  the  breeze, 

And,  if  you  asked  me,  even  help  pretend 
To  make  it  root  again  and  grow  afresh. 

But  ’twas  no  make-believe  with  you  today, 

Nor  was  the  grass  itself  your  real  concern, 

Though  I found  your  hand  full  of  wilted  fern, 
Steel-bright  June-grass,  and  blackening  heads  of  clover. 
’Twas  a nest  full  of  young  birds  on  the  ground 
The  cutter-bar  had  just  gone  champing  over 
(Miraculously  without  tasting  flesh) 

And  left  defenseless  to  the  heat  and  light. 

You  wanted  to  restore  them  to  their  right 

Of  something  interposed  between  their  sight 

And  too  much  world  at  once— could  means  be  found. 

The  way  the  nest-full  every  time  we  stirred 

Stood  up  to  us  as  to  a mother-bird 

Whose  coming  home  has  been  too  long  deferred, 

Made  me  ask  would  the  mother-bird  return 
And  care  for  them  in  such  a change  of  scene 
And  might  our  meddling  make  her  more  afraid. 

That  was  a thing  we  could  not  wait  to  leam. 

We  saw  the  risk  we  took  in  doing  good, 

But  dared  not  spare  to  do  the  best  we  could 
Though  harm  should  come  of  it;  so  built  the  screen 
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You  had  begun,  and  gave  them  back  their  shade. 
All  this  to  prove  we  cared.  Why  is  there  then 
No  more  to  teil?  We  turned  to  other  things. 

I haven’t  any  memory— have  you?— 

Of  ever  coming  to  the  place  again 

To  see  if  the  birds  lived  the  first  night  through. 

And  so  at  last  to  learn  to  use  their  wings. 
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THE  OVEN  BIRD 


There  is  a singer  everyone  has  heard, 

Loud,  a mid-summer  and  a mid-wood  bird. 

Who  makes  the  solid  tree  trunks  sound  again. 

He  says  that  leaves  are  old  and  that  for  flowers 
Mid-summer  is  to  spring  as  one  to  ten. 

He  says  the  early  petal-fall  is  past 

When  pear  and  cherry  bloom  went  down  in  showers 

On  sunny  days  a moment  overcast; 

And  comes  that  other  fall  we  name  the  fall. 

He  says  the  highway  dust  is  over  all. 

The  bird  would  cease  and  be  as  other  birds 
But  that  he  knows  in  singing  not  to  sing. 

The  question  that  he  frames  in  all  but  words 
Is  what  to  make  of  a diminished  thing. 
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A NATURE  NOTE 


Four  or  five  whippoorwills 

Have  come  down  from  their  native  ledge 

To  the  open  country  edge 

To  give  us  a piece  of  their  bills. 

Two  in  June  were  a pair— 

You’d  say  sufficiently  loud, 

But  this  wa s a family  crowd, 

A full-fledged  family  affair. 

All  out  of  time  pell-mell! 

I wasn’t  in  on  the  joke 
Unless  it  was  coming  to  folk 
To  bid  us  a mock  farewell. 

I took  note  of  when  it  occurred, 

The  twenty-third  of  September, 

Their  latest  that  I remember, 

September  the  twenty-third. 
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A MINOR  BIRD 


I have  wished  a bird  would  fly  away, 

And  not  sing  by  my  house  all  day; 

Have  clapped  my  hands  at  him  from  the  door 
When  it  seemed  as  if  I could  bear  no  more. 

The  fault  must  partly  have  been  in  me. 

The  bird  was  not  to  blame  for  his  key. 

And  of  course  there  must  be  something  wrong 
In  wanting  to  silence  any  song. 
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"I  was  one  of 

the  children  told . . . 


A PECK  OF  GOLD 


Dust  always  blowing  about  the  town, 
Except  when  sea-fog  laid  it  down, 
And  I was  one  of  the  children  told 
Some  of  the  blowing  dust  was  gold. 

All  the  dust  the  wind  blew  high 
Appeared  like  gold  in  the  sunset  sky, 
But  I was  one  of  the  children  told 
Some  of  the  dust  was  really  gold. 

Such  was  life  in  the  Golden  Gate: 
Gold  dusted  all  we  drank  and  ate, 
And  I was  one  of  the  children  told, 
“We  all  must  eat  our  peck  of  gold.“ 
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THE  LAST  WORD  OF  A BLUEBIRD 


AS  TOLD  TO  A CHILD 

As  I went  out  a Crow 
In  a low  voice  said,  “Oh, 

I was  looking  for  you. 

How  do  you  do? 

I just  came  to  teil  you 
To  teil  Lesley  (will  you?) 

That  her  little  Bluebird 
Wanted  me  to  bring  word 
That  the  north  wind  last  night 
That  made  the  stars  bright 
And  made  ice  on  the  trough 
Almost  made  him  cough 
His  tail  feathers  off. 

He  just  had  to  fly! 

But  he  sent  her  Good-by, 

And  said  to  be  good, 

And  wear  her  red  hood, 

And  look  for  skunk  tracks 
In  the  snow  with  an  ax— 

And  do  everything! 

And  perhaps  in  the  spring 
He  would  come  back  and  sing.“ 
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NOT  OF  SCHOOL  AGE 


Around  bend  after  bend, 

It  was  blown  woods  and  no  encL 
I came  to  but  one  house 
I made  but  the  one  friend. 

At  the  one  house  a child  was  out 
Who  drew  back  at  first  in  doubt, 

But  spoke  to  me  in  a gale 
That  blew  so  he  had  to  shout. 

His  cheek  smeared  with  apple  sand, 
A part  apple  in  his  hand. 

He  pointed  on  up  the  road 
As  one  having  war-command. 

A parent,  his  gentler  one, 

Looked  forth  on  her  small  son, 

And  wondered  with  me  there 
What  now  was  being  done. 

His  accent  was  not  good. 

But  I slowly  understood. 

Something  where  I could  go— 

He  couldn’t  but  I could. 

He  was  too  young  to  go, 

Not  over  four  or  so. 

Well,  would  I please  go  to  school. 
And  the  big  flag  they  had— you  know 
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The  big  flag,  the  red— white— 
And  blue  flag,  the  great  sight— 
He  bet  it  was  out  today, 

And  would  I see  if  he  was  right? 
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THE 

BIRTHPLACE 


Here  further  up  the  mountain  slope 
Than  there  was  ever  any  hope, 

My  father  built,  enclosed  a spring, 

Strung  chains  of  wall  round  everything, 
Subdued  the  growth  of  earth  to  grass, 

And  brought  our  various  lives  to  pass. 

A dozen  girls  and  boys  we  were. 

The  mountain  seemed  to  like  the  stir, 
And  made  of  us  a little  while— 

With  always  something  in  her  smile. 
Today  she  wouldn’t  know  our  name. 

(No  girl’s,  of  course,  has  stayed  the  same.) 
The  mountain  pushed  us  off  her  knees. 
And  now  her  lap  is  full  of  trees. 
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A GIRL’S  GARDEN 


A neighbor  of  mine  in  the  village 
Likes  to  teil  how  one  spring 

When  she  was  a girl  on  the  farm,  she  did 
A childlike  thing. 

One  day  she  asked  her  father 
To  give  her  a garden  plot 

To  plant  and  tend  and  reap  herseif, 

And  he  said,  “Why  not?” 

In  casting  about  for  a comer 
He  thought  of  an  idle  bit 

Of  walled-off  ground  where  a shop  had  stood, 
And  he  said,  “Just  it.” 

And  he  said,  ‘‘That  ought  to  make  you 
An  ideal  one-girl  farm, 

And  give  you  a chance  to  put  some  strength 
On  your  slim-jim  arm.” 

It  was  not  enough  of  a garden, 

Her  father  said,  to  plow; 

So  she  had  to  work  it  all  by  hand, 

But  she  don’t  mind  now. 

She  wheeled  the  düng  in  the  wheelbarrow 
Along  a Stretch  of  road; 

But  she  always  ran  away  and  left 
Her  not-nice  load, 
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And  hid  from  anyone  passing. 

And  then  she  begged  the  seed. 

She  says  she  thinks  she  planted  one 
Of  all  things  but  weed. 

A hill  each  of  potatoes, 

Radishes,  lettuce,  peas, 

Tomatoes,  beets,  beans,  pumpkins,  corn 
And  even  fruit  trees. 

And  yes,  she  has  long  mistrusted 
That  a cider  apple  tree 

In  bearing  there  today  is  hers, 

Or  at  least  may  be. 

Her  crop  was  a miscellany 
When  all  was  said  and  done, 

A little  bit  of  everything, 

A great  deal  of  none. 

Now  when  she  sees  in  the  village 
How  village  things  go, 

Just  when  it  seems  to  come  in  right, 

She  says,  “I  know! 

“It’s  as  when  I was  a farmer— ” 

Oh,  never  by  way  of  advice! 

And  she  never  sins  by  telling  the  talts 
To  the  same  person  twice. 
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"Men  work  together . . . 


THE  TUFT  OF  FLOWERS 


I went  to  tum  the  grass  once  after  one 
Who  mowed  it  in  the  dew  before  the  sun. 

The  dew  was  gone  that  made  his  blade  so  keen 
Before  I came  to  view  the  leveled  scene. 

I looked  for  him  behind  an  isle  of  trees; 

I listened  for  his  whetstone  on  the  breeze. 

But  he  had  gone  his  way,  the  grass  all  mown, 

And  I must  be,  as  he  had  been,— alone, 

“As  all  must  be,“  I said  within  my  heart, 
“Whether  they  work  together  or  apart.“ 

But  as  I said  it,  swift  there  passed  me  by 
On  noiseless  wing  a bewildered  butterfly, 

Seeking  with  memories  grown  dim  o’er  night 
Some  resting  flower  of  yesterday’s  delight. 

And  once  I marked  his  flight  go  round  and  round, 
As  where  some  flower  lay  withering  on  the  ground. 

And  then  he  flew  as  far  as  eye  could  see, 

And  then  on  tremulous  wing  came  back  to  me. 

I thought  of  questions  that  have  no  reply. 

And  would  have  turned  to  tos s the  grass  to  dry; 
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But  he  tumed  first,  and  led  my  eye  to  look 
At  a tall  tuft  of  flowers  beside  a brook, 

A leaping  tongue  of  bloom  the  scythe  had  spared 
Beside  a reedy  brook  the  scythe  had  bared. 

The  mower  in  the  dew  had  loved  thein  thus, 

By  leaving  them  to  flourish,  not  for  us. 

Nor  yet  to  draw  one  thought  of  ours  to  him, 

But  from  sheer  morning  gladness  at  the  brim. 

The  butterfly  and  I had  lit  upon, 

Nevertheless,  a message  from  the  dawn, 

That  made  me  hear  the  wakening  birds  around, 
And  hear  his  long  scythe  whispering  to  the  ground, 

And  feel  a spirit  kindred  to  my  own; 

So  that  henceforth  I worked  no  more  alone; 

But  glad  with  him,  I worked  as  with  his  aid, 

And  weary,  sought  at  noon  with  him  the  shade; 

And  dreaming,  as  it  were,  held  brotherly  speech 
With  one  whose  thought  I had  not  hoped  to  reach. 

“Men  work  together,“  I told  him  from  the  heart, 
“Whether  they  work  together  or  apart.“ 
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MENDING  WALL 


Something  there  is  that  doesn’t  love  a wall, 

That  sends  the  frozen-ground-swell  under  it. 

And  spills  the  upper  boulders  in  the  sun; 

And  makes  gaps  even  two  can  pass  abreast. 

The  work  of  hunters  is  another  thing: 

I have  come  after  them  and  made  repair 
Where  they  have  left  not  one  stone  on  a stone, 

But  they  would  have  the  rabbit  out  of  hiding, 

To  please  the  yelping  dogs.  The  gaps  I mean, 

No  one  has  seen  them  made  or  heard  them  made, 
But  at  spring  mending-time  we  find  them  there. 

I let  my  neighbor  know  beyond  the  hill; 

And  on  a day  we  meet  to  walk  the  line 
And  set  the  wall  between  us  once  again. 

We  keep  the  wall  between  us  as  we  go. 

To  each  the  boulders  that  have  fallen  to  each. 

And  some  are  loaves  and  some  so  nearly  balls 
We  have  to  use  a spell  to  make  them  balance: 

“Stay  where  you  are  until  our  backs  are  tumedl” 
We  wear  our  fingers  rough  with  handling  them. 
Oh,  just  another  kind  of  outdoor  game, 

One  on  a side.  It  comes  to  little  more: 

There  where  it  is  we  do  not  need  the  wall: 

He  is  all  pine  and  I am  apple  orchard. 

My  apple  trees  will  never  get  across 

And  eat  the  cones  under  his  pines,  I teil  him. 

He  only  says,  “Good  fences  make  good  neighbors.” 
Spring  is  the  mischief  in  me,  and  I wonder 
If  I could  put  a notion  in  his  head: 


“Why  do  they  make  good  neighbors?  Isn’t  it 
Where  there  are  cows?  But  here  there  are  no  cows. 
Before  I built  a wall  I’d  ask  to  know 
What  I was  walling  in  or  walling  out, 

And  to  whom  I was  like  to  give  offense. 

Something  there  is  that  doesn’t  love  a wall, 

That  wants  it  down.”  I could  say  “Elves”  to  him, 
But  it’s  not  elves  exactly,  and  I’d  rather 
He  said  it  for  himself.  I see  him  there 
Bringing  a stone  grasped  firmly  by  the  top 
In  each  hand,  like  an  old-stone  savage  armed. 

He  moves  in  darkness  as  it  seems  to  me, 

Not  of  woods  only  and  the  shade  of  trees. 

He  will  not  go  behind  his  father’s  saying, 

And  he  likes  having  thought  of  it  so  well 

He  says  again,  “Good  fences  make  good  neighbors.” 
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A TIME  TO  TALK 


When  a friend  calls  to  me  from  the  road 
And  slows  his  horse  to  a meaning  walk, 

I don’t  stand  still  and  look  around 
On  all  the  hills  I haven’t  hoed, 

And  shout  from  where  I am,  “What  is  it?” 
No,  not  as  there  is  a time  to  talk. 

I thrust  my  hoe  in  the  mellow  ground, 
Blade-end  up  and  five  feet  tall, 

And  plod:  I go  up  to  the  stone  wall 
For  a friendly  visit. 
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BROWN ’S  DESCENT 

OR 

THE  WILLY-NILLY  SLIDE 

Brown  lived  at  such  a lofty  farm 
That  everyone  for  miles  could  see 
His  lantern  when  he  did  his  chores 
In  winter  after  half-past  three. 

And  many  must  have  seen  him  make 
His  wild  descent  from  there  one  night, 
’Cross  lots,  cross  walls,  ’cross  everything, 
Describing  rings  of  lantern  light. 

Between  the  house  and  barn  the  gale 
Got  him  by  something  he  had  on 
And  blew  him  out  on  the  icy  crust 

That  cased  the  world,  and  he  was  gone! 

Walls  were  all  buried,  trees  were  few: 

He  saw  no  stay  unless  he  stove 
A hole  in  somewhere  with  his  heel. 

But  though  repeatedly  he  strove 

And  stamped  and  said  things  to  himself, 

And  sometimes  something  seemed  to  yield, 
He  gained  no  foothold,  but  pursued 
His  journey  down  from  field  to  field. 

Sometimes  he  came  with  arms  outspread 
Like  wings,  revolving  in  the  scene 
Upon  his  longer  axis,  and 

With  no  small  dignity  of  mien. 


Faster  or  slower  as  he  chanced, 

Sitting  or  Standing  as  he  chose, 

According  as  he  feared  to  risk 

His  neck,  or  thought  to  spare  his  clothes. 

He  never  let  the  lantern  drop. 

And  some  exclaimed  who  saw  afar 
The  figures  he  described  with  it, 

“I  wonder  what  those  signals  are 

“Brown  makes  at  such  an  hour  of  night! 

He’s  celebrating  something  stränge. 

I wonder  if  he’s  sold  his  farm, 

Or  been  made  Master  of  the  Grange.“ 

He  reeled,  he  lurched,  he  bobbed,  he  checked; 

He  feil  and  made  the  lantern  rattle 
(But  saved  the  light  from  going  out.) 

So  halfway  down  he  fought  the  battle, 

Incredulous  of  his  own  bad  luck. 

And  then  becoming  reconciled 
To  everything,  he  gave  it  up 

And  came  down  like  a coasting  child. 

“Well— I— be— “ that  was  all  he  said 
As  Standing  in  the  river  road, 

He  looked  back  up  the  slippery  slope 
(Two  miles  it  was)  to  his  abode. 

# # # 

But  now  he  snapped  his  eyes  three  times; 

Then  shook  his  lantern,  saying,  “Ile’s 
’Bout  out!“  and  took  the  long  way  home 
By  road,  a matter  of  several  miles. 
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THE  DEATH  OF  THE  HIRED  MAN 


Mary  sat  musing  on  the  lamp-flame  at  the  table 
Waiting  for  Warren.  When  she  heard  his  Step, 

She  ran  on  tip-toe  down  the  darkened  passage 
To  meet  him  in  the  doorway  with  the  news 
And  put  him  on  his  guard.  “Silas  is  back.” 

She  pushed  him  outward  with  her  through  the  door 
And  shut  it  after  her.  “Be  kind,”  she  said. 

She  took  the  market  things  from  Warren’s  arms 
And  set  them  on  the  porch,  then  drew  him  down 
To  sit  beside  her  on  the  wooden  steps. 

“When  was  I ever  anything  but  kind  to  him? 

But  Eli  not  have  the  fellow  back,”  he  said. 

“I  told  him  so  last  haying,  didn’t  I? 

T£  he  left  then,’  I said,  ‘that  ended  it.’ 

What  good  is  he?  Who  eise  will  harbor  him 
At  his  age  for  the  little  he  can  do? 

What  help  he  is  there’s  no  depending  on. 

Off  he  goes  always  when  I need  him  most. 

‘He  thinks  he  ought  to  eam  a little  pay, 

Enough  at  least  to  buy  tobacco  with, 

So  he  won’t  have  to  beg  and  be  beholden.’ 

‘All  right,’  I say,  ‘I  can’t  afford  to  pay 
Any  fixed  wages,  though  I wish  I could.’ 

‘Someone  eise  can.’  ‘Then  someone  eise  will  have  to.' 
I shouldn’t  mind  his  bettering  himself 
If  that  was  what  it  was.  You  can  be  certain, 

When  he  begins  like  that,  there’s  someone  at  him 
Trying  to  coax  him  off  with  pocket-money,— 
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In  haying  time,  when  any  help  is  scarce. 

In  winter  he  comes  back  to  us.  I’m  done.” 

“Sh!  not  so  loud:  he’ll  hear  you,”  Mary  said. 

“I  want  him  to:  he’ll  have  to  soon  or  late.” 

“He’s  worn  out.  He’s  asleep  beside  the  stove. 
When  I came  up  from  Rowe’s  I found  him  here, 
Huddled  against  the  barn-door  fast  asleep, 

A miserable  sight,  and  frightening,  too— 

You  needn’t  smile— I didn’t  recognize  him— 

I wasn’t  looking  for  him— and  he’s  changed. 

Wait  tili  you  see.” 


“Where  did  you  say  he’d  been?” 

“He  didn’t  say.  I dragged  him  to  the  house, 

And  gave  him  tea  and  tried  to  make  him  smoke. 

I tried  to  make  him  talk  about  his  travels. 

Nothing  would  do:  he  just  kept  nodding  off.” 

“What  did  he  say?  Did  he  say  anything?” 

“But  little.” 


“Anything?  Mary,  confess 
He  said  he’d  come  to  ditch  the  meadow  for  me.” 

“Warren!” 


“But  did  he?  I just  want  to  know.” 
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“Of  course  he  did.  What  would  you  have  him  say? 
Surely  you  wouldn’t  grudge  the  poor  old  man 
Some  humble  way  to  save  his  self-respect. 

He  added,  if  you  real  ly  care  to  know, 

He  meant  to  clear  the  upper  pasture,  too. 

That  sounds  like  something  you  have  heard  before? 
Warren,  I wish  you  could  have  heard  the  way 
He  jumbled  everything.  I stopped  to  look 
Two  or  three  times— he  made  me  feel  so  queer— 

To  see  if  he  was  talking  in  his  sleep. 

He  ran  on  Harold  Wilson— you  remember— 

The  boy  you  had  in  haying  four  years  since. 

He’s  finished  school,  and  teaching  in  his  College. 

Silas  declares  you’ll  have  to  get  him  back. 

He  says  they  two  will  make  a team  for  work: 

Between  them  they  will  lay  this  farm  as  smooth! 

The  way  he  mixed  that  in  with  other  things. 

He  thinks  young  Wilson  a likely  lad,  though  daft 
On  education— you  know  how  they  fought 
All  through  July  under  the  blazing  sun, 

Silas  up  on  the  cart  to  build  the  load, 

Harold  along  beside  to  pitch  it  on.” 

“Yes,  I took  care  to  keep  well  out  of  earshot.” 

“Well,  those  days  trouble  Silas  like  a dream. 

You  wouldn’t  think  they  would.  How  some  things  linger! 
Harold’s  young  College  boy’s  assurance  piqued  him. 

After  so  many  years  he  still  keeps  finding 
Good  arguments  he  sees  he  might  have  used. 

I sympathize.  I know  just  how  it  feels 
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To  think  of  the  right  things  to  say  too  late. 

Harold’s  associated  in  his  mind  with  Latin. 

He  asked  me  what  I thought  of  Harold’s  saying 
He  studied  Latin  like  the  violin 
Because  he  liked  it— that  an  argument! 

He  said  he  couldn’t  make  the  boy  believe 
He  could  find  water  with  a hazel  prong— 

Which  showed  how  much  good  school  had  ever  done  him 
He  wanted  to  go  over  that.  But  most  of  all 
He  thinks  if  he  could  have  another  chance 
To  teach  him  how  to  build  a load  of  hay— ” 

“I  know,  that’s  Silas’  one  accomplishment. 

He  bundles  every  forkful  in  its  place. 

And  tags  and  numbers  it  for  future  reference. 

So  he  can  find  and  easily  dislodge  it 
In  the  unloading.  Silas  does  that  well. 

He  takes  it  out  in  bunches  like  big  birds’  nests. 

You  never  see  him  Standing  on  the  hay 
He’s  trying  to  lift,  straining  to  lift  himself.” 

“He  thinks  if  he  could  teach  him  that,  he’d  be 
Some  good  perhaps  to  someone  in  the  world. 
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He  hates  to  see  a boy  the  fool  of  books. 

Poor  Silas,  so  concerned  for  other  folk, 

And  nothing  to  look  backward  to  with  pride. 

And  nothing  to  look  forward  to  with  hope, 

So  now  and  never  any  different.” 

Part  of  a moon  was  falling  down  the  west, 
Dragging  the  whole  sky  with  it  to  the  hills. 

Its  light  poured  softly  in  her  lap.  She  saw  it 
And  spread  her  apron  to  it.  She  put  out  her  hand 
Among  the  harp-like  morning-glory  strings, 

Taut  with  the  dew  from  garden  bed  to  eaves, 

As  if  she  played  unheard  some  tendemess 
That  wrought  on  him  beside  her  in  the  night. 
“Warren,”  she  said,  “he  has  come  home  to  die: 
You  needn’t  be  afraid  he’ll  leave  you  this  time.” 

“Home,”  he  mocked  gently. 


“Yes,  what  eise  but  home? 
It  all  depends  on  what  you  mean  by  home. 

Of  course  he’s  nothing  to  us,  any  more 
Than  was  the  hound  that  came  a stranger  to  us 
Out  of  the  woods,  wom  out  upon  the  trail.” 

“Home  is  the  place  where,  when  you  have  to  go  therc, 
They  have  to  take  you  in.” 


“I  should  have  called  it 
Something  you  somehow  haven’t  to  deserve.” 
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Warren  leaned  out  and  took  a Step  or  two, 
Picked  up  a little  stick,  and  brought  it  back 
And  broke  it  in  his  hand  and  tossed  it  by. 

“Silas  has  better  claim  on  us  you  think 
Than  on  his  brother?  Thirteen  little  miles 
As  the  road  winds  would  bring  him  to  his  door. 
Silas  has  walked  that  far  no  doubt  today. 

Why  doesn’t  he  go  there?  His  brother’s  rieh, 

A somebody— director  in  the  bank.” 

“He  never  told  us  that.” 


“We  know  it  though.” 

“I  think  his  brother  ought  to  help,  of  course. 
TU  see  to  that  if  there  is  need.  He  ought  of  right 
To  take  him  in,  and  might  be  willing  to— 

He  may  be  better  than  appearances. 

But  have  some  pity  on  Silas.  Do  you  think 
If  he  had  any  pride  in  claiming  kin 
Or  anything  he  looked  for  from  his  brother, 
He’d  keep  so  still  about  him  all  this  time?” 

“I  wonder  what’s  between  them.” 


“I  can  teil  you. 

Silas  is  what  he  is— we  wouldn’t  mind  him— 

But  just  the  kind  that  kinsfolk  can’t  abide. 

He  never  did  a thing  so  very  bad. 

He  don’t  know  why  he  isn’t  quite  as  good 
As  anybody.  Worthless  though  he  is, 

He  won’t  be  made  ashamed  to  please  his  brother.” 
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'7  can’t  think  Si  ever  hurt  anyone.“ 

“No,  but  he  hurt  my  heart  the  way  he  lay 

And  rolled  his  old  head  on  that  sharp-edged  chair-back. 

He  wouldn’t  let  me  put  him  on  the  lounge. 

You  must  go  in  and  see  what  you  can  do. 

I made  the  bed  up  for  him  there  tonight. 

You’ll  be  surprised  at  him— how  much  he’s  broken. 

His  working  days  are  done;  I’m  sure  of  it.“ 

“I’d  not  be  in  a hurry  to  say  that.“ 

“I  haven’t  been.  Go,  look,  see  for  yourself. 

But,  Warren,  please  remember  how  it  is: 

He’s  come  to  help  you  ditch  the  meadow. 

He  has  a plan.  You  mustn’t  laugh  at  him. 

He  may  not  speak  of  it,  and  then  he  may. 
ril  sit  and  see  if  that  small  sailing  cloud 
Will  hit  or  miss  the  moon.” 


It  hit  the  moon. 

Then  there  were  three  there,  making  a dim  row, 
The  moon,  the  little  silver  cloud,  and  she. 

Warren  returned— too  soon,  it  seemed  to  her, 
Slipped  to  her  side,  caught  up  her  hand  and  waited. 

“Warren?“  she  questioned. 


“Dead,“  was  all  he  answered. 
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FIRE  AND  ICE 


Some  say  the  world  will  end  in  fire, 
Some  say  in  ice. 

From  what  I’ve  tasted  of  desire 
I hold  with  those  who  favor  fire. 
But  if  it  had  to  perish  twice, 

I think  I know  enough  of  hate 
To  say  that  for  destruction  ice 
Is  also  great 
And  would  suffice. 
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"We  love  the  things 

vue  love . . . 


HYLA  BROOK 


By  June  our  brook’s  run  out  of  song  and  speed. 
Sought  for  much  after  that,  it  will  be  found 
Either  to  have  gone  groping  Underground 
(And  taken  with  it  all  the  Hyla  breed 
That  shouted  in  the  mist  a month  ago, 

Like  ghost  of  sleigh-bells  in  a ghost  of  snow)— 
Or  flourished  and  come  up  in  jewel-weed, 

Weak  foliage  that  is  blown  upon  and  bent 
Even  against  the  way  its  waters  went. 

Its  bed  is  left  a faded  paper  sheet 

Of  dead  leaves  stuck  together  by  the  heat— 

A brook  to  none  but  who  remember  long. 

This  as  it  will  be  seen  is  other  far 

Than  with  brooks  taken  otherwhere  in  song. 

We  love  the  things  we  love  for  what  they  are. 
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TREE  AT  MY  WINDOW 


Tree  at  my  window,  window  tree, 

My  sash  is  lowered  when  night  comes  on; 

But  let  there  never  be  curtain  drawn 
Between  you  and  me. 

Vague  dream-head  lifted  out  of  the  ground, 
And  thing  next  most  diffuse  to  cloud, 

Not  all  your  light  tongues  talking  aloud 
Could  be  profound. 

But,  tree,  I have  seen  you  taken  and  tossed, 
And  if  you  have  seen  me  when  I slept, 

You  have  seen  me  when  I was  taken  and  swept 
And  all  but  lost. 

That  day  she  put  our  heads  together, 

Fate  had  her  imagination  about  her, 

Your  head  so  much  concemed  with  outer, 
Mine  with  inner,  weather. 


79 


DUST  OF  SNOW 

The  way  a crow 
Shook  down  on  me 
The  dust  of  snow 
From  a hem  lock  tree 

Has  given  my  heart 
A change  of  mood 
And  saved  some  part 
Of  a day  I had  rued. 
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THE  FREEDOM  OF  THE  MOON 


I’ve  tried  the  new  moon  tilted  in  the  air 
Above  a hazy  tree-and-farmhouse  duster 
As  you  might  try  a jewel  in  your  hair. 

I’ve  tried  it  fine  with  little  breadth  of  luster, 
Alone,  or  in  one  omament  combining 
With  one  first-water  star  almost  as  shining. 

I put  it  shining  anywhere  I please. 

By  walking  slowly  on  some  evening  later, 

I’ve  pulled  it  from  a crate  of  crooked  trees 
And  brought  it  over  glossy  water,  greater, 

And  dropped  it  in,  and  seen  the  image  wallow, 
The  color  run,  all  sorts  of  wonder  follow. 
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THE  KITCHEN  CHIMNEY 


Builder,  in  building  the  little  house, 

In  every  way  you  may  please  yourself; 

But  please  please  me  in  the  kitchen  chimney: 
Don’t  build  me  a chimney  upon  a shelf. 

However  far  you  must  go  for  bricks, 

Whatever  they  cost  a-piece  or  a pound, 

Buy  me  enough  for  a full-length  chimney, 

And  build  the  chimney  clear  from  the  ground. 

It’s  not  that  I’m  greatly  afraid  of  fire, 

But  I never  heard  of  a house  that  throve 
(And  I know  of  one  that  didn’t  thrive) 

Where  the  chimney  started  above  the  stove. 

And  I dread  the  ominous  stain  of  tar 
That  there  always  is  on  the  papered  walls, 

And  the  smell  of  fire  drowned  in  rain 
That  there  always  is  when  the  chimney’s  false. 

A shelf  s for  a clock  or  vase  or  picture, 

But  I don’t  see  why  it  should  have  to  bear 
A chimney  that  only  would  serve  to  remind  me 
Of  castles  I used  to  build  in  air. 
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"I  took  the  one 


less  traveled  by . . . 


THE  ROAD  NOT  TAKEN 


Two  roads  diverged  in  a yellow  wood, 
And  sorry  I could  not  travel  both 
And  be  one  traveler,  long  I stood 
And  looked  down  one  as  far  as  I could 
To  where  it  bent  in  the  undergrowth; 

Then  took  the  other,  as  just  as  fair. 
And  having  perhaps  the  better  claim, 
Because  it  was  grassy  and  wanted  wear; 
Though  as  for  that  the  passing  there 
Had  wom  them  really  about  the  same, 

And  both  that  moming  equally  lay 
In  leaves  no  Step  had  trodden  black. 
Oh,  I kept  the  first  for  another  day! 

Yet  knowing  how  way  leads  on  to  way, 

I doubted  if  I should  ever  come  back. 

I shall  be  telling  this  with  a sigh 
Some where  ages  and  ages  hence: 

Two  roads  diverged  in  a wood,  and  I— 
I took  the  one  less  traveled  by, 

And  that  has  made  all  the  difference. 


84 


GATHERING  LEAVES 


Spades  take  up  leaves 
No  better  than  spoons, 

And  bags  full  of  leaves 
Are  light  as  balloons. 

I make  a great  noise 
Of  rustling  all  day 
Like  rabbit  and  deer 
Running  away. 

But  the  mountains  I raise 
Elude  my  embrace, 
Flowing  over  my  arms 
And  into  my  face. 

I may  load  and  unload 
Again  and  again 
Till  I fill  the  whole  shed, 
And  what  have  I then? 

Next  to  nothing  for  weight, 
And  since  they  grew  duller 
From  contact  with  earth, 
Next  to  nothing  for  color. 

Next  to  nothing  for  use. 
But  a crop  is  a crop, 

And  who’s  to  say  where 
The  harvest  shall  stop? 
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A RECORD  STRIDE 


In  a Vermont  bedroom  closet 

With  a door  of  two  broad  boards 

And  for  back  wall  a crumbling  old  chimney 

(And  that’s  what  their  toes  are  towards), 

I have  a pair  of  shoes  Standing, 

Old  rivals  of  sagging  leather, 

Who  once  kept  surpassing  each  other, 

But  now  live  even  together. 

They  listen  for  me  in  the  bedroom 
To  ask  me  a thing  or  two 
About  who  is  too  old  to  go  walking 
With  too  much  stress  on  the  who. 

I wet  one  last  year  at  Montauk 
For  a hat  I had  to  save. 

The  other  I wet  at  the  Cliff  House 
In  an  extra-vagant  wave. 

Two  entirely  different  grandchildren 
Got  me  into  my  double  adventure. 

But  when  they  grow  up  and  can  read  this 
I hope  they  won’t  take  it  for  censure. 

I touch  my  tongue  to  the  shoes  now 
And  unless  my  sense  is  at  fault, 

On  one  I can  taste  Atlantic, 

On  the  other  Pacific,  salt. 
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One  foot  in  each  great  ocean 
Is  a record  stride  or  Stretch. 

The  authentic  shoes  it  was  made  in 
I should  seil  for  what  they  would  fetch. 

But  instead  I proudly  devote  them 
To  my  museum  and  muse; 

So  the  thick-skins  needn’t  act  thin-skinned 
About  being  past-active  shoes. 

And  I ask  all  to  try  to  forgive  me 
For  being  as  over-elated 
As  if  I had  measured  the  country 
And  got  the  United  States  stated. 
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AFTER  APPLE-PICKING 


My  long  two-pointed  ladder’s  sticking  through  a tree 
Toward  heaven  still, 

And  there’s  a barrel  that  I didn’t  fill 
Beside  it,  and  there  may  be  two  or  three 
Apples  I didn’t  pick  upon  some  bough. 

But  I am  done  with  apple-picking  now. 

Essence  of  winter  sleep  is  on  the  night, 

The  scent  of  apples:  I am  drowsing  off. 

I cannot  rub  the  strangeness  from  my  sight 
I got  from  looking  through  a pane  of  glass 
I skimmed  this  morning  from  the  drinking  trough 
And  held  against  the  world  of  hoary  grass. 

It  melted,  and  I let  it  fall  and  break. 

But  I was  well 

Upon  my  way  to  sleep  before  it  feil, 

And  I could  teil 

What  form  my  dreaming  was  about  to  take. 

Magnified  apples  appear  and  disappear, 

Stern  end  and  blossom  end, 

And  every  fleck  of  russet  showing  clear. 

My  instep  arch  not  only  keeps  the  ache, 

It  keeps  the  pressure  of  a ladder-round. 

I feel  the  ladder  sway  as  the  boughs  bend. 

And  I keep  hearing  from  the  cellar  bin 

The  rumbling  sound 

Of  load  on  load  of  apples  coming  in. 

For  I have  had  too  much 
Of  apple-picking:  I am  overtired 
Of  the  great  harvest  I myself  desired. 
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There  were  ten  thousand  thousand  fruit  to  touch, 
Cherish  in  hand,  lift  down,  and  not  let  fall. 

For  all 

That  struck  the  earth, 

No  matter  if  not  bruised  or  spiked  with  stubble, 
Went  surely  to  the  cider-apple  heap 
As  of  no  worth. 

One  can  see  what  will  trouble 

This  sleep  of  mine,  whatever  sleep  it  is. 

Were  he  not  gone, 

The  woodchuck  could  say  whether  it’s  like  his 
Long  sleep,  as  I describe  its  coming  on, 

Or  just  some  human  sleep. 
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TWO  TRAMPS  IN  MUD  TIME 


Out  of  the  mud  two  strangers  came 
And  caught  me  Splitting  wood  in  the  yard. 

And  one  of  them  put  me  off  my  aim 
By  hailing  cheerily  “Hit  them  hard!” 

I knew  pretty  well  why  he  dropped  behind 
And  let  the  other  go  on  a way. 

I knew  pretty  well  what  he  had  in  mind: 

He  wanted  to  take  my  job  for  pay. 

Good  blocks  of  oak  it  was  I split, 

As  large  around  as  the  chopping  block; 

And  every  piece  I squarely  hit 
Fell  splinterless  as  a cloven  rock. 

The  blows  that  a life  of  self-control 
Spares  to  strike  for  the  common  good 
That  day,  giving  a loose  to  my  soul, 

I spent  on  the  unimportant  wood. 

The  sun  was  warm  but  the  wind  was  chill. 

You  know  how  it  is  with  an  April  day 
YVhen  the  sun  is  out  and  the  wind  is  still, 

You’re  one  month  on  in  the  middle  of  May. 

But  if  you  so  much  as  dare  to  speak, 

A cloud  comes  over  the  sunlit  arch, 

A wind  comes  off  a frozen  peak, 

And  you’re  two  months  back  in  the  middle  of  March 

A bluebird  comes  tenderly  up  to  alight 
And  tums  to  the  wind  to  unruffle  a plume 
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His  song  so  pitched  as  not  to  excite 
A single  flower  as  yet  to  bloom. 

It  is  snowing  a flake:  and  he  half  knew 
Winter  was  only  playing  possum. 

Except  in  color  he  isn’t  blue, 

But  he  wouldn’t  advise  a thing  to  blossom. 

The  water  for  which  we  may  have  to  look 
In  summertime  with  a witching-wand, 

In  every  wheelrut’s  now  a brook, 

In  every  print  of  a hoof  a pond. 

Be  glad  of  water,  but  don’t  forget 
The  lurking  frost  in  the  earth  beneath 
That  will  steal  forth  after  the  sun  is  set 
And  show  on  the  water  its  crystal  teeth. 

The  time  when  most  I loved  my  task 
These  two  must  make  me  love  it  more 
By  coming  with  what  they  came  to  ask. 
You’d  think  I never  had  feit  before 
The  weight  of  an  ax-head  poised  aloft, 

The  grip  on  earth  of  outspread  feet. 

The  life  of  muscles  rocking  soft 
And  smooth  and  moist  in  vernal  heat. 
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Out  of  the  woods  two  hulking  tramps 
(From  sleeping  God  knows  where  last  night, 
But  not  long  since  in  the  lumber  camps). 

They  thought  all  chopping  was  theirs  of  right. 
Men  of  the  woods  and  lumberjacks, 

They  judged  me  by  their  appropriate  tool. 
Except  as  a fellow  handled  an  ax, 

They  had  no  way  of  knowing  a fool. 

Nothing  on  either  side  was  said. 

They  knew  they  had  but  to  stay  their  stay 
And  all  their  logic  would  fill  my  head: 

As  that  I had  no  right  to  play 

With  what  was  another  man’s  work  for  gain. 

My  right  might  be  love  but  theirs  was  need. 

And  where  the  two  exist  in  twain 

Theirs  was  the  better  right— agreed. 

But  yield  who  will  to  their  Separation, 

My  object  in  living  is  to  unite 
My  avocation  and  my  vocation 
As  my  two  eyes  make  one  in  sight. 

Only  where  love  and  need  are  one, 

And  the  work  is  play  for  mortal  stakes, 

Is  the  deed  ever  really  done 
For  Heaven  and  the  future’s  sakes. 
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